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ABSTRACT 
 
This chapter contributes to an understanding of the opportunities and challenges of 
the organic food market. After a short introduction describing the size and trends in the 
global organic market, it introduces key concepts and theories of food marketing as a 
primer for consumers. The following sections introduce the principles behind organic 
production, the places where organic food is sold as well as pricing and promotion. This 
is followed by a section discussing what consumers are seeking when they purchase 
organic products. The chapter concludes with some reflections on the inbuilt challenge of 
organic food marketing. One the one hand, buying and selling organic food is a market 
transaction, but, at the same time the value based principles and practices of organic 
agriculture want to change our food system. The overall aim of increasing the health of 
soils, crops, livestock, people and the planet cannot be achieved through the market 
alone.  
 
Keywords: organic food market, marketing mix, consumers, pricing, sales channels, organic 
principles 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
From the modest beginning in the first half of the last century in Europe, organic farming 
has grown dramatically in influence worldwide (Lockeretz, 2007). Organic farming as we 
know it today represents an amalgam of different ideas rooted mainly in the German- 
speaking and English-speaking worlds in the early 20
th
 century (Vogt, 2007). Organic 
farming aims to make agriculture and the food system more sustainable with focus on 
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sustaining the health of soils, ecosystems and people by relying on ecological processes, 
biodiversity and cycles adapted to local conditions, rather than the use of inputs with potential 
adverse effects (IFOAM, 2009).  
Part of the early roots of organic farming was to develop closer links between farmers 
and consumers. By the 1960s, a range of alternative food distribution networks, including co-
operatives and community food networks had developed and provided for the distribution of 
organic food (Hamm and Michelsen, 1996). Since the 1970s, organic farming has become 
more widespread, and with growing consumer awareness the willingness to pay a premium 
for organic products began to develop (Aschemann et al., 2007). The development of the 
global market was also influenced by governments developing standards, such as in the 
European Union (Regulation EEC/2092/91) and the National Organic Programme in the US, 
which define how organic products are produced. Other important national standards exist in 
Japan and several Asian countries. On a global scale, there are international common 
standards (such as the FAO Codex alimentarius and the IFOAM family of standards) that lay 
down minimum rules governing the production, processing, and importing. The national 
standards adapt these to specific situations, and also include rules about inspection, 
certification and labelling of organic product (Schmid, 2007). 
Both the land area and the market for organic food have grown substantially since the late 
90s. In 2014, there were 43.7 million hectares of organic agricultural land globally, including 
area in conversion to organic, compared to about 7.5 billion ha in 2000
1
. The regions with the 
largest area of organic agricultural land are Oceania (17.3 million hectares, 40% of the 
world’s organic agricultural land) and Europe (11.6 million hectares, 27%). Latin America 
has 6.8 million hectares (15%) followed by Asia (3.6 million hectares, 8%), North America 
(3.1 million hectares, 7%) and Africa (1.3 million hectares, 3%). At a country level, those 
with the most organic agricultural land are Australia (17.2 million hectares), Argentina (3.1 
million hectares), and the United States (2.2 million hectares) (Willer and Lernoud, 2016).  
Global sales of organic food and drink are estimated to have reached over 60 billion 
Euros in 2014. Demand for organic products is concentrated in two regions: North America 
(29.6 billion €) and the European Union, which together account for about 90% of all organic 
food and drink sales. The largest single market is the U.S., followed by the EU (23.9 billion 
€) and by China. Within Europe, the largest markets are Germany (more than 7.9 billion €) 
and France (4.8 billion €) followed by Italy (2.1 billion €) and the U.K. (2.03 billion €) . The 
highest per capita consumption of more than €100 per head per year was recorded in 
Switzerland, Denmark and Luxemburg (Willer and Lernoud, 2016).  
The high degree of sales concentration in North America and Europe highlights one of 
the challenges of global organic sector development and a disparity between production and 
consumption. Much organic food production in Africa and Latin America is export-geared, 
whereas in North America and in some European countries markets have grown and domestic 
production can often not satisfy demand with the gaps filled with imported product. However, 
for many consumers and producers organic food is associated with provenance and 
transparency, and the growing importance of international trade is viewed with concern and 
as a potential threat to the integrity of the movement. More food produced organically and 
more demand for organic food can contribute to making our global food system more 
                                                          
1
 Further information the global development of organic farming with annual updates and country reports can be 
found http://www.organic-world.net/index.html. 
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sustainable, but to shape the organic market in line with the core aims of organic farming will 
require continuous engagement of all involved: from farmers to consumers and others in this 
sector.  
This chapter intends to contribute to developing an understanding of the opportunities 
and challenges. In the following sections, I have set out some core concepts of markets and 
food marketing and used them to explore the nature of different parts of the organic food 
markets. This should help the reader to get a better understanding of what is involved in 
marketing organic food and raise awareness of the context in which the production of organic 
food takes place. The first section revisits some key concepts and theories of economics and 
marketing, which are then used to discuss product, place where organic food is sold, pricing 
and promotion. This is followed by an introduction to getting to know organic consumers 
before I present some concluding thoughts. 
 
 
2. KEY CONCEPTS AND THEORIES OF FOOD MARKETING 
 
The following two sections provide a very brief introduction to some key concepts and 
theories that are widely referred to in the context of marketing. This includes the marketing 
mix that is used in the following sections to provide an introduction to the marketing of 
organic food. The sections are intended as a primer for consumers and others who may not be 
familiar with economic theory and marketing, and focus on the specific issues related to the 
organic food sector. Those seeking a deeper understanding of economics and marketing are 
advised to look for textbooks.  
 
 
2.1. The Market as an Economic Model 
 
Economics uses formal statements of economic theories (models) to focus on the most 
significant parts of economic relationships. In economic theory, supply and demand are 
linked through the price. The concept of the free market economy assumes that the best way 
to allocate scarce resources is the market, where the balance between supply and the demand 
is regulated by the price in the market. If demand for a certain product increases, the price 
also increases and this will lead to more producers offering the product. If demand falls, the 
price will fall, fewer producers will cover their costs and so less will be produced. Bateman 
(1994) compares this to a voting system, giving each consumer the opportunity to express her 
choices and preferences and as such allowing all consumers to take part, which are 
encapsulated in Adam Smith’s metaphor of the “invisible hand” (Smith, 1954 cited after 
Bateman, 1994).  
The model of the free market is built on a number of assumptions. The first is the ceteris 
paribus assumption, which means that predictions derived from the model only apply if ‘all 
other things are equal.’ In reality there can be a number of factors that impact on the 
development of demand and supply, particularly for agricultural products (see Figure 1). 
Another assumption in the concept of demand in this economic model is that groups of 
buyers/consumers acting together will be more or less influenced by the same influences. 
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The ideal market model is assumed to be competitive, i.e., there are a large numbers of 
buyers and sellers that compete with each other. Competition regulates the balance between 
supply and demand through the price. However, in the real world not all markets are fully 
competitive. Sometimes a small number of sellers (sometimes a single seller) can control the 
flow of goods or services to a market and use that power to their advantage. Occasionally, the 
reverse is the case and a small number of buyers can use their position of power to charge a 
price that benefits them. Arguably this is true for many agricultural markets where small 
numbers of buyers of supermarkets have the power to decide on prices and quality 
requirements. 
 
Supply of agricultural products is influenced by agronomic factors, including biological 
and climate conditions. Production of some commodities is site specific, and often there is a 
mix of products that is co-produced (e.g., grain and straw, rump steak and other cuts). There 
also is seasonality of food production, i.e., the products are only available at certain times of 
the year. Raw materials are subject to changing environmental conditions which can have 
direct influence on the product quality. If, for example, the supply with nitrogen is low in an 
organic wheat crop this can lead to low protein content of the grain, making it unsuitable for 
certain types of processing. It is likely that wheat with high protein content will trade at a 
higher price than feed wheat. Organic productions methods with reduced input of agro-
chemicals are potentially more vulnerable to biological and climatic conditions influencing the 
quality of the raw material than conventional products.  
Factors influencing demand (consumption) include income: people on low incomes may 
prefer to purchase basic goods, and as income rise, consumers may switch their spending to 
more expensive items, such as premium ranges. Clearly, important is also the price of related 
goods. For example, the decision to purchase organic lettuce is likely to be influenced by 
conventionally-produced lettuce, but also salad alternative like tomato, avocado, or perhaps 
other vegetables which could also replace the lettuce in the salad for lunch. The prices of salad 
oil and vinegar for the dressing (complementary products) may also play a role. Importance can 
also be placed on the consumers’ taste, social class, religion, education, age and information 
about products available and their characteristics. Finally, expectations about the future may 
also be significant if prices are expected to fall in the near future, then it is quite likely that 
consumers will hold back their purchases, whereas if they are expected to rise, the opposite will 
be true. 
Figure 1. Factors Influencing Supply and Demand of (organic) Agricultural Products. 
Economic theory uses the concept of elasticity to explore and quantify the effect of 
changes in price on either the supply or demand. Generally the demand of many agricultural 
products is not very elastic, meaning that reductions in price do not necessarily lead to 
increases in demand. There is only so much we can eat of a particular type of food, such as 
potatoes or bread. Given that the organic sector is only a small sub-set of the food market the 
concept of elasticity based on supply and demand models is of limited value for predictions  
and as a tool to inform pricing decisions for this sector. This limits the usefulness of in 
specific food markets, such as the organic market.  
Economic theory also recognizes the case of ‘market failure,’ where the market does not 
function as the best way to regulate the exchange of goods and services. An often quoted 
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example of market failure is the protection of the environment. Some corrections can be 
accommodated within an economic framework.  
Bateman (1994) reflects on the value of economic theory to explore the relationship 
between organic farming and society. He makes clear that economics considers the 
performance of the specific sector from the viewpoint of society which is not the necessarily 
the same as an assessment of the profitability of a specific organic business. He concludes 
that environmentalist (such as people in favour of organic farming) can best advance their 
case by arguing from within the concept of a modified market rather than opposing market 
economics altogether.  
 
 
2.2. Introduction to Agricultural Marketing and the Marketing Mix 
 
There are many textbooks on the subject of marketing (see for example Armstrong et al., 
2014; Kotler and Armstrong, 2011). The ‘market’ is not necessarily a place, but represents the 
opportunity to buy (and sell) the same or similar goods from (or to) a range of different 
sources. In the last decades the internet has facilitated extension of many markets to cover a 
wide geographic range. Although the principles of marketing do not vary from one business 
to another, their application is severely constrained in the farm-based business (Crawford, 
1997; Haines, 1999) (see also Figure 1).  
Marketing promotes a customer orientation of all business activities as well as taking 
account of the need for sustainability of the business. Hamm (1991) quotes various authors in 
describing marketing as a ‘market oriented, entrepreneurial style of thinking in which 
customer satisfaction as the key to reaching the company goals’. Kotler and Armstrong 
(2011) regard marketing as a concept in which value is created and consumers’ needs and 
demands are met. It is expected that a consumer-focused approach to performance 
improvement in supply chains can lead to more satisfied consumers and improved returns to 
growers and retailers in all supply chains.  
For many (agricultural) producers this is a challenging idea. Farming is a skilful and 
demanding job, regardless of the types of crops grown and livestock kept, that leaves not 
much time to think about anything else. For this and other reasons (such as distance, 
education, tradition) many agricultural producers find it a challenge to be fully aware of the 
consumer’s needs and wants and to consider them in the management of their business. They 
mainly focus on what they can produce (product orientation) leaving the marketing as an 
afterthought and price, sell and promote the product accordingly. Placing marketing at the 
center of business strategy (in line with a market orientation referred to above) would require 
planning production around what the customer needs and requires. 
One of the founders of the academic discipline of marketing (McCarthy, 1964) described 
the core content of the subject using 4 Ps (Product, Price, Place, and Promotion), which are 
also known as ‘marketing mix’. The marketing mix helps to bring the ideas of marketing into 
the day-to-day decision making of the business, for example the farm manager. In the 
following, I will briefly use these four core elements of marketing to introduce the organic 
food market.  
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3. THE ORGANIC PRODUCER AND PRODUCT 
 
Many pioneer organic producers may have started with the emphasis on their new vision 
for more sustainable farming, but as their businesses mature those that stay successful learn 
more about who the consumers of their products are and how their needs can be met. They 
become more market oriented rather than focussing only on production and seeking buyers 
once the crop is already harvested or trying to “educate” the consumers to understand all 
about the difficulties they face as producers. This does not mean that organic producers do all 
marketing activities themselves on their own, but that they are aware of what happens to their 
product when it leaves the farm gate. Nevertheless, organic producers will try to make 
consumers aware of their day-to-day challenges of production and inform them about the 
product range they can offer.  
Organic producers are regularly inspected by a control body and receive a certificate that 
they meet organic standards. Only producers that are certified to such an organic standard are 
allowed to use the “term” organic in describing their product. Many standard owners and 
control bodies also give producers the permission to use a specific logo to identify their 
organic credentials (see also Section 6). Differences between organic standards exist and can 
act as a barrier to global trade, but much work has gone into making this simpler, for example 
by developing the concept of equivalence between standards and through bilateral agreements 
(e.g., between the US and the EU).  
Both the producers and the consumers of organic food are influenced by the core values 
and principles of organic farming and by the standards of organic agriculture. There is shared 
understanding of the concept of ‘organic’ (Alrøe and Noe, 2008; Darnhofer et al., 2005; 
Meeusen et al., 2005; Padel et al., 2009). These core values of organic agriculture are 
reflected in the four Principles of Organic Agriculture of Health, Ecology Fairness and Care 
(IFOAM, 2005) (see Figure 2).  
 
Principles of Health: Organic Agriculture should sustain and enhance the health of soil, plant, 
animal, and human as one and invisible.  
 
Principles of Ecology: Organic Agriculture should be based on living ecological systems and 
cycles, work with them, emulate them and help sustain them.  
 
Principles of Fairness: Organic Agriculture should build on relationships that ensure fairness 
with regard to the common environment and life opportunities. 
 
Principles of Care: Organic Agriculture should be managed in a precautionary and responsible 
manner to protect the health and well-being of current and future generations and the 
environment 
Figure 2. Principles of Organic Agriculture (FOAM, 2005). 
Many of these core values provide the basis for the global, national and regional organic 
food standards, but several important outcomes covered in the principles of organic 
agriculture are not covered by most organic standards (Padel et al., 2009). The organic 
production rules in the standards have focused on areas that are easy to codify and audit, such 
as what inputs are permitted or excluded, and do not actively consider aims and values that 
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are more difficult to operationalise during the inspection visit. This includes conceptual ideas 
like an agro-ecological systems approach (related to bio-diversity and nutrient recycling), 
respect for animals, and social considerations, such as those expressed in the fairness and care 
principle, that are all harder to quantify and measure (Lockie et al., 2006; van der Grijp, 
2006). Because of the focus on quantifiable indicators during the inspection, there is some 
concern that some organic farms have become more commercial, intensive and industrialised 
and no longer function effectively as a more sustainable alternative to non-organic farms 
(Reed, 2005). This so-called ‘conventionalisation’ hypothesis received much attention among 
social scientists interested in organic agriculture (e.g., Buck et al., 1991; Guthman, 2004) and 
has led to a renewed focus on the future development of organic production with stronger 
focus on sustainability (e.g., ORGANIC 3.0
2
) but can undermine the strength of organic that 
comes from having accepted governmental standards.  
There is an opportunity for organic product differentiation for individual organic 
businesses that can show clearly where they go further than the requirements of the main 
organic standards and take specific actions towards greater sustainability (Padel and 
Gössinger, 2008). Examples of such ‘Organic Plus’ products are producers that promote 
organic farming ‘with high animal welfare’ or ‘offering work opportunities for disadvantaged 
groups of people’ or ‘with specific nature conservation programmes’(Zander et al., 2010).  
 
 
4. PLACES WHERE ORGANIC FOOD IS SOLD 
 
The place component of the market mix is about where the product is sold, i.e., how it 
reaches the consumer. The majority of agricultural products are traded as commodities and 
often the processing to food products takes place somewhere other than the production. Many 
different businesses and actors are involved in the selling of food products: producers 
(farmers- producing raw materials such as crops or livestock; processors that further process 
to products that the consumer wants to buy); distributors (traders, wholesalers, retailers 
trading product at various levels of the supply chain potentially with specific quality 
expectations); regulatory authorities (central, local and regional governments in both the 
producing and consuming countries), and consumers who buy and consume the food products 
(see Figure 3). 
 
                                                          
2
 ORGANIC 3.0 – The Next Phase of the Organic Development. See http://www.ifoam.bio/en/organic-policy-
guarantee/organic-30-next-phase-organic-development. 
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Figure 3. Different Models of Supply Chains (Haines, 1999). 
In all supply chains other than direct sales (where the consumer buys directly from the 
farmer) the farmer sells to buyers of raw materials (who buy for a processor, wholesaler or 
retailer). Many primary producers have therefore no direct interaction with the end customer. 
Agricultural producers sometimes collaborate to ‘bundle’ raw material and strengthen their 
position in the marketplace (for example through co-operatives) to improve their bargaining 
position.  
The concept of a ‘supply chain’ emerged to explore the various stages of the production 
process. In essence, the chain encompasses all of the activities from supply of inputs to 
primary production itself through to transport, processing, distribution and retailing or export. 
The supply chains vary for different product categories. ‘Vertical integration’ exists if one 
stage of the process can control upstream or downstream parts of the chain. This can happen 
through direct ownership, through contractual relationships or by imposing specific quality 
criteria on the suppliers. Over the last 40 or so years, the agricultural and food market has 
been transformed from relatively homogenous commodity trading on a large scale towards 
highly organized exclusive supply chains of consumer products, controlled either by 
multinational food conglomerates or by national multiple retailers. 
In order to achieve a premium price for their products, organic farmers are encouraged to 
engage with the marketing of the products they produced rather than leaving this entirely to 
others. Michelsen et al. (1999 P. 11) argue that of the ‘four Ps’ in the marketing mix, “.place 
seems the most decisive for understanding the organic food market as place poses clear 
limitations to the potential effects of the other Ps.” Arguably, the expansion of the organic 
market into mainstream retail supply channels has since reduced these limitations, but they 
still exist for businesses that are too small or unwilling to supply the “conventional” retail 
supermarkets. 
Organic food is sold through a variety of outlets which can broadly be categorised into 
four types:  
 
 Multiple retailers selling organic alongside conventional products;  
 Independent stores and distribution systems (such as national box schemes) 
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 Short supply chain outlets often but not always specializing in organic sales, 
including direct sales from the farm gate; local box schemes, farm shops that also sell 
from other farmers or suppliers; weekly (farmers) market and community supported 
agriculture.  
 Indirect routes through processing and catering  
 
The different types of outlets overlap. For example, some box schemes represent very 
short supply chains if the box contains only vegetables from one or a few growers from the 
same area, but there are also weekly box delivery schemes that operate at a national scale and 
buy in products from a many different suppliers.  
The routes to market vary in the number of stages involved and in their importance in 
different countries and regions and for different products (see Figure 4). There is no one 
typical supply chain for all organic products. For example, in the U.K. about 70% of organic 
products are sold through multiple retailers, but their share is lower in Germany, which has 
more independent organic shops. The share of the different routes to market in the total 
organic retail sales has also changed over time. Padel and Midmore (2005) suggest that in 
emerging markets, where the organic sector occupies a small niche, this is mainly served by 
direct sales of pioneer producers and a small number of other actors. In the next stage 
specialized organic shops become more important alongside direct sales, before the 
involvement of multiple retailers and a higher level of organisation structure takes in the 
organic sector into the mainstream.  
The choice for the organic producers of which marketing channel to sell through is 
related to other strategic choices in the management of the business. To reach the very large 
mainstream markets and many consumers, selling in the stores of multiple retailers might be a 
good option. Alternatively, suppliers can undertake their own distribution, but for small 
volumes this can be costly. They could also supply directly to customers through one of the 
direct sales marketing channels (box schemes, mail order, farmers’ markets), but these all 
involve specific costs and can constrain overall business development. Looking at consumers 
it appears that store choice might also be one factor that explains organic consumption 
behavior in several countries (various authors cited by Hemmerling et al., 2015). Consumers 
balance convenience offered by the larger stores with quality expectations regarding freshness 
and the distance that food is transported.  
As levels of production and consumption have increased, the commercial system or 
“business process” has become increasingly complex, both geographically and logistically. 
Most importantly, markets do not provide a single site of interaction between consumers and 
producers. If trade involves companies that also or mainly trade in other food products, the 
value of the organic transaction might be very small compared to their total turnover. Firms 
can use their dominance to take over value added elsewhere in the linked processes between 
primary production and final consumption.  
Within a country there also can be differences between markets in urban and rural areas. 
Sales channels and market development also differ for product categories, with, for example, 
more fresh products being sold at weekly markets, whereas milk that has higher requirements 
in terms of distribution logistic (chilling) is often best handled by multiple retailer (Padel and 
Midmore, 2005). The following summary of key outlets is based on experiences gathered in 
the U.K. (based on Chapter 3 of Lampkin et al., 2014).  
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Source: AMI and FIBL 
Figure 4. Importance of Sales Channels in Organic Markets in Different European Countries in 2011.  
 
 
4.1. Multiple Retailers 
 
Despite the strong emphasis on shorter supply chains in the literature, sales through 
multiple retail stores that mainly sell conventional food are the most important sales channel 
for organic food in many countries. Much market growth of the global organic market in 
recent years has been in this type of outlet, and there is empirical evidence for the increased 
relevance of conventional retailers for the supply of organic food in Malysia, Turkey, the 
U.K., Italy, Australia and Denmark (various authors quoted by Hemmerling et al., 2015). All 
products sold by multiple retailers (including organic ones) must meet the strict quality 
criteria (e.g., Global GAP, sustainability standards, corporate social responsibility standards) 
in addition to organic standards. Producers supplying the supermarkets need to recognize the 
professional requirements that are associated with securing a stable relationship. Quality, 
reliability and commitment are paramount to retain supermarket buyers in this competitive 
and often very difficult market. Producers should also be prepared for further rationalisation 
of the supply base as the practice of product category management becomes even more 
commonplace. There is often an imbalance of power in negotiating sales with a small number 
of buyers controlling what can and what cannot be found on the shelf in the supermarket. 
Supermarkets differ considerably in the way they price and promote organic products and 
what relationship they aim to have with their suppliers.  
 
 
4.2. Specialist Organic Retailers  
 
These exist in most European countries but are not equally important in all of them. The 
stores aim to reflect the values of organic agriculture and to be more in line with the values of 
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organic agriculture, but the nature of the shop and trading relationship can be similar to 
selling through a multiple retailer. Many specialist organic outlets aim to provide a good 
service to customers, sometimes with consumer or co-operative ownership of the outlet, and 
many also aim for stable relationships with the suppliers.  
 
 
4.3. Direct Sales through Box Schemes, Mail Order, Farm Shops  
and Farmers Markets  
 
In terms of understanding the behavior of organic consumers, this is the most researched 
distribution channel by far (Hemmerling et al., 2015). Direct sales of one’s own produce at a 
farmers’ market or in farm shops, as well as box schemes, are receiving attention from 
consumers and researchers and in many ways symbolize much of what the organic sector 
aims. However, it is difficult to be sure about the importance of these outlets, because they 
are not naturally captured by market data collection efforts. Much research has focused on 
consumer attitudes, but this does not allow researchers to quantify the importance of such 
outlets in terms of organic purchasing.  
Farmers’ markets and weekly markets are important in many countries and they usually 
sell a mixture of organic and non-organic products. Consumers visit farmers markets for a 
variety of reasons, including reassurance about the provenance of the product and the 
opportunity to speak directly with the grower. Also the mix of stalls is relevant and allows 
them to do a full shop rather than just coming for specific products. From a producer’s points 
of view some markets are more successful than others, and the effort of setting up a stall can 
be quite considerable, and so is only justified if there is sufficient custom. The markets can be 
competitive if several producers offer the same range, so that quality and consistency are 
paramount. Irrespective of the weather or mood, the grower needs to be there with a good 
looking stand.  
Box schemes are another important segment of direct sales. They accounted for more 
than 10% of organic sales in the U.K. and are a segment with strong growth (SA, 2016). 
Many box schemes focus on selling fresh products (vegetables and fruit), but more and more 
boxes also supply eggs, milk, meat and even a range of dry products. Box schemes aim to 
establish a very close relationship between producer and consumer, and focusing on local 
supply can be key strengths of the smaller producer-owned box schemes. Some are run by 
individual producers delivering directly to their customers. There are also larger regional or 
national businesses distributing produce grown by a number of growers, delivering several 
thousand boxes per week. Both large and small schemes compete for the same customer base 
in many locations. Some box schemes have established collaboration with producer groups in 
other countries to secure the supply of key products for their customers (e.g., fruit).  
The various models of community-supported agriculture (CSA) are also a form of direct 
selling, where consumers and communities are more actively participating in the development 
of food initiatives, also known as alternative food networks. Important driving forces for 
setting up community-led buying groups are taking back control over the food-supply system 
and better access to local and organic food at lower prices, but the results reveal a mix of 
motives and ethics (Little et al., 2010). The approach is one of partnership and trust between 
farmers and consumers where responsibility and rewards are shared, so not really a 
competitive market. A range of models exist, but the basic practice is for members of the 
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community to ‘buy-in’ to the local farm in return for a supply of farm products over the year, 
usually on a not-for-profit basis. All these outlets are particularly relevant when developing a 
domestic market for organic food. A number of different types are identified ranging from 
producer-led schemes to community-led schemes with various hybrids in between. Such 
schemes exist in most major markets, such as the U.S.
3
, France, Germany, Italy, the U.K., and 
also in Japan. Schemes often have a strong community element, but their long-term survival 
depends on a number of factors being in place, which also relate to understanding the market 
and the consumer. 
The one consistent feature of all the CSA models and types regardless of country is that 
they require commitment from the consumer/customer/member that goes beyond what is 
involved in signing up for a vegetable box scheme. Such consumers opting to engage in such 
a scheme are likely to be aware of the relationship between diet and health, have a desire to 
reconnect with nature and enjoy the feeling of belonging to a group. It is important that their 
expectations are clarified and met by the scheme. If such consumers can be found, the model 
of the CSA can work in any country and market. New CSAs should seek out people who are 
already conscious of the issues. Community led schemes often start with a core of very 
committed people, while producer led schemes need to identify an initial group from the start. 
Key factors of success of CSAs are:  
 
 Clear structure of the organization  
 Good communications 
 Realistic pricing and pragmatic forecasting 
 Suitable site for growing 
 Secure land tenure 
 Access to an appropriately large population  
 Able and competent workers of the land according to the system (Hitchings, 2013)  
 
All schemes need to reach a certain size consistent with available resources, such as land, 
and also to achieve a degree of financial stability. There will also be a turn-over of members, 
so schemes will need to recruit to a greater or lesser extent depending on circumstances. This 
process is likely to be more effective if it is targeted at organizations and events that have 
similar aims and objectives. 
 
 
4.4. Sales for Further Processing, Catering and Public Procurement  
 
An important route to market can also be the supply of raw materials to processing 
companies. Producers wanting to supply this market must be professional in managing 
production and delivery to suit the needs of the market and must recognize that processing 
cannot be seen as a dumping ground for substandard produce. Many processors do organic as 
well as non-organic foods (with controls for appropriate separation), but they will only set 
aside their facilities for organic food if they see an opportunity to process a reasonable 
quantity to justify the cost and effort of separation and cleaning down. 
                                                          
3
 See also https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/download.php?id=262 Adam, K. L. (2006). Community Supported 
Agriculture. Retrieved from National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service. 
Introduction to Global Markets and Marketing of Organic Food 13 
Catering refers to those selling organic food for out of home consumption. This is a 
growing sector of the food market (more food is now consumed outside the home), but 
developing organic catering has shown to be not so easy. Organic certification for caterers 
remains voluntary as the current EU Regulation does not cover catering and the quality 
requirements of many caterers are specific.  
Similarly, the idea that organic farmers supply schools, hospitals and local authorities fits 
well with organic principles. In working with schools there is the opportunity for local farms 
to get involved in the school community and to offer farm visits and information so that staff 
and pupils can learn and experience how their food is produced. Organic operators wanting to 
enter this market have to overcome barriers that exist in procurement procedures and contract 
arrangements, and compete against other locally-produced food that may be cheaper to 
procure. Some successful pilot schemes exist, (for example the Food for Life Catering Mark 
in the U.K.). However, under conditions of spending cuts purchasing budgets are tight and 
there are also many obstacles to overcome in terms of kitchen equipment, staff time, etc... 
Further development requires dialogue and co-operation between local producers, processors 
and distributors, including procurement managers and existing suppliers to ensure cost 
effective timely delivery and a high quality supply of food.  
 
 
5. PRICING ORGANIC PRODUCTS 
 
In economic theory, the market determines the price, at least if all products sold are 
identical and no other factors change (see Section 2.1). This is rarely the case, and organic 
products are clearly an example of product differentiation. The more closely a product 
matches customer requirements, the more freedom the producer or supplier will have to 
influence the sales price, moving away from being a price taker (like many agricultural 
commodity producers) to a price maker. Organic products often compete with non-organic 
products and also with organic products from other suppliers. As with any business, organic 
producers and suppliers need to engage with continued product innovation and appropriate 
pricing strategies to maintain their sales and market shares.  
The premium price of organic food in the shops is quoted in many studies as the main 
barrier for the consumer to purchase organic products. This makes pricing policy an important 
issue that a company needs to consider when developing a marketing concept.  
The price at which organic products can be sold critically influences whether the costs of 
production can be covered and whether production is profitable. Most organic products are 
sold at a premium, i.e., a higher price than the equivalent conventional production. In all 
supply chains except direct sales the producer price (or farm-gate price) is not identical to the 
price the consumer pays (retail price), because other businesses involved in processing and 
retailing also take a share of the price to cover their costs and to make a profit.  
Consumers perceive organic food to be more expensive than comparable conventional 
food (Hemmerling et al., 2015) and indeed this is true in many cases. However, consumers do 
not necessarily compare all prices of all goods the buy, so their view that organic products are 
expensive is likely to be at least in part a perception rather than based on direct knowledge 
(see also Section 7).  
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One reason why organic products are sold at a higher price is the higher costs of 
producing them. At the farm level a range of factors influence the cost of production of 
organic food, which are influenced by the yields, prices, variable costs, enterprise structure 
and labor requirements under organic management. Crowder and Reganold (2015) examined 
the financial performance of organic and conventional agriculture by conducting a meta-
analysis of a global dataset of 55 crops grown on five continents. Farm gate premiums were 
found to be between 29–32% of conventional prices, leading to better profitability (22–35%) 
of the organic farms. Organic yields were found to be 10–18% lower, and although total costs 
were not significantly different, organic enterprises incurred higher labor costs (7–13%). 
Organic producers also have to balance the area of high outputs crops (e.g., cereals or 
vegetables) with the need for fertility building in their crop rotations.  
Price premiums for organic products differ between the farm gate and retail/consumer 
prices and between countries and product categories, and there is very low price transparency 
across borders. The longer the chains, the more intermediaries are involved until the organic 
products reach the shop and each of those stages will have associated costs (e.g., transport, 
packaging material, labor) and also want to take a profit (see Section 5). Very few studies 
exist that have looked at the value-added along the whole organic supply chain. 
 
 
6. PROMOTION OR COMMUNICATION OF ORGANIC FOOD 
 
Marketing is often confused with advertising, but once a business has carefully 
considered the product offer, the price and sales place in a consistent and strategic way, the 
promotion of the product is just a final step. If customer requirements have been researched 
and if products are offered that can closely meet these needs, and if the most appropriate 
place (supply channel) has been chosen, and if the product is offered at price the consumers 
are willing to pay, then promotion is a matter of communicating the product offer (benefits), 
and choosing appropriate media for this communication.  
How the value(s) of the product are communicated needs to reflect the nature of the 
target market. For small local or niche markets, personal approaches may be the most 
effective way. Advertising in the broadcast or print media is often only suitable and 
affordable for large scale companies, but in some countries governments and organic trade 
organisations are organizing generic promotion campaigns. However, one of the most 
effective means of promotion is through customer satisfaction leading to repeat business and 
direct personal recommendation.  
Here the organic products have some advantages over other food products. Organic 
farming standards were among the first to introduce voluntary sustainability standards for 
agriculture- by some they are considered to be their grandfather (Giovannucci et al., 2014). 
Organic standards are well known schemes, but nevertheless compete with many other 
voluntary sustainability standards that have emerged. 
There is an inherent information asymmetry in long supply chains which is addressed by 
certification schemes like organic: producers mostly do not sell directly to the consumer, and 
consumers therefore cannot directly ask questions about the product quality. The 
‘organicness’ (the status of being organic) of a product is not a quality that consumers can 
verify for themselves without external assurance; it is a ‘credence attribute’ (Yiridoe et al., 
2005). Consumers have to rely on being told that a product is organic. Sales of organic 
Introduction to Global Markets and Marketing of Organic Food 15 
products will only occur if the consumer associates organic food with benefits that they value 
and if they believe the claim that a particular product is organic (Gerrard et al., 2013). The 
organic certification is often shown through a certification logo, and the credibility of the 
organic certifier and certificate is enhanced through accreditation according to accepted 
norms and guidelines.  
However, certification marks or logos need to be known and recognized by consumers if 
they are to be considered as quality cues in the purchasing decision (Grunert, 2005). A lack of 
consumer recognition of quality assurance schemes is frequently attributed to a lack of 
information about such schemes. In a study about the new European logo (see Figure 5) and 
its perception by consumers, Zander et al., (2015) found that consumers’ knowledge about 
organic certification remains limited and in all study countries other organic labels exist 
which are better known than the EU organic logo. Well known national organic logos exist in 
Germany and France, whereas in the U.K. one private logo is prominent in the market. 
Zander et al., (2015) concluded that in order to become decisive for consumers’ purchase 
decisions, the new EU organic logo and its meaning will need to be known by consumers.  
 
    
EU logo German national logo French national logo UK private logo 
Figure 5. The new EU logo introduced in 2010 and other logos used organic food in Europe. 
Reasons for a failure of labels to effectively communicate with consumers can also 
include a lack of consumer interest in the issue certified or the information provided by the 
label or of a label containing too much or poorly presented information (EC-SANCO, 2006). 
Eden et al., (2008a; 2008b) describe Third Party Certification as the ‘knowledge-fix,’ which 
tries to rectify the problem of distrust and disconnection between producers and consumers of 
food in developed economies through provision of information, in contrast to the ‘spatial-fix’ 
that aims to achieve greater connection through more local food production and distribution. 
Also how organic farming is communicated can have an effect. For example, Gifford and 
Bernard (various references cited in Hemmerling et al., 2015) tested the effect of positive and 
negative framing on the self-reported changes in purchase likelihood of organic farming in 
the U.S.A. They conclude that positive framing, i.e., mentioning the benefits of organic 
agriculture, has a positive influence, whereas negative framing (i.e., emphasising possible 
negative effects of conventional agricultural techniques) leads to lower purchase likelihood 
from those organic consumers.  
 
 
7. UNDERSTANDING THE CONSUMERS OF ORGANIC PRODUCTS 
 
The growing market for organic food is an indication that consumer demand for organic 
food is increasing, and it is interesting to explore a bit further what consumers are seeking 
when they purchase an organic product and what they know about organic production. If 
Susanne Padel 16 
asked what they think of organic products in an open and unprompted way, i.e., without prior 
discussion of the subject, consumers will frequently answer “no pesticides,” “no chemicals” 
and “natural food” (Padel and Foster, 2005; Zanoli, 2004). The subject why consumers buy 
(or do not buy) organic food has been widely studied both in opinion polls and in academic 
studies. Research has mainly but not exclusively concentrated on consumers in well 
developed markets, such as Europe. Several authors have reviewed the motives and barriers 
to purchasing organic products (For example Aertsens et al., 2009; Hughner et al., 2007). 
Recently, Hemmerling et al. (2015) reviewed 277 studies from various countries using the 
consumer-oriented marketing mix to structure the review. The categories are similar to the 4 
Ps of McCarthy (see Section 2.2) but adopt a consumer oriented perspective: consumer value 
and benefits (corresponding to Product); the cost to the consumer (corresponding to Price); 
distribution and convenience (corresponding to Place) and communication and information 
needs (corresponding to Promotion). They found a high density of publications, especially 
between the period from 2008 to 2011, with cost to the consumer and values and benefits 
being the most investigated topics. 
 
 
7.1. Benefits when Buying Organic 
 
Health protection, taste, consideration for environmental protection and no chemicals are 
the most important product attributes motivating consumer to purchase organic products (see 
Figure 6). Other attributes mentioned (but only in very few studies) are better quality in 
general, a competitive price, support of local farmers, curiosity for new products and brands, 
origin, lifestyle, absence of genetically modified organism (GMO), longer shelf life, a better 
feeling when consuming and enjoyment (Hemmerling et al., 2015). Motives to purchase 
organic differ between products, different countries and regions and between occasion and 
more regular consumers of organic food (Padel and Foster, 2005).  
 
 
Source: Hemmerling et al., (2015) based on a review of various studies. 
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Figure 6. Number of Top Purchase Motives and Most Important Product Attributes in Various Studies. 
 
7.2. Barriers to Purchasing Organic Food 
 
It is interesting to reflect on why people buy organic, but when aiming to sell more 
organic products (be it as a farmer, a store or as food co-op) it is equally interesting to think 
about why people are not buying organic products. The most important barriers for 
purchasing organic products among regular organic food consumers are price, insufficient 
availability and the quality of the product (Aertsens et al., 2009; Buder et al., 2014; Padel and 
Foster, 2005). Another frequently mentioned reason is lack of trust (Hughner et al., 2007; 
Wier et al., 2008; Yiridoe et al., 2005). The organic sector tries to overcome this through the 
certification and associated logos, and consumers’ perceptions of the systems behind the 
logos have become important to the organic industry. Several research papers have found that 
few consumers know in detail what organic standards stand for and how organic food is 
controlled (E.g., Gerrard et al., 2013; Janssen and Hamm, 2011; Zander et al., 2015). The 
finding that regular organic consumers also attach higher importance to the attribute of ‘local 
origin’ than that of ‘organically produced’ as was found in a study in Germany (Hempel and 
Hamm, 2016) is therefore not completely surprising. Among the barriers of ‘occasional’ users 
also frequently quoted is price alongside a wider range of barriers, including lack of interest 
in and knowledge about production and processing and lack of trust in stakeholders and 
certification procedures (Jensen et al., 2011).  
 
 
7.3. Regular and Occasional Consumers 
 
Purchasing of organic produce is not a black and white issue of ‘do’ or ‘don’t’ and 
consumers vary considerably in how frequent they buy organic products. Research has found 
clear differentiation between views of regular and occasional European consumers of organic 
products, with distinct regional differences (Midmore et al., 2011). 
One of the countries for which the difference between regular and occasional consumer 
has been studied is the U.K. Here most organic consumers purchase organic produce mainly 
in about 4 product categories; the most popular ones are fresh fruit and vegetables, milk/dairy 
products, eggs and red meat. The proportion of people who buy organic in virtually every 
produce category is very small (2%) and those that buy organic in one category do not 
necessarily do so every time they go shopping (Timmins, 2011). In Germany 3% of very 
committed organic consumers account for nearly 40% of the total spent on the German 
organic market. However, even the so-called “regular” organic food buyers spend, on 
average, less than half of their budget on organic products (Buder et al., 2014). Midmore et 
al., (2011) confirm that such differences in attitude also exist in other European countries.  
Regular and occasional organic consumers share many concerns about food 
production- for example, relating to health, taste and other organoleptic attributes, 
environmental impacts, fairness for the agricultural community and suspicion of 
industrialized agricultural systems- but occasional consumers are less likely to see buying 
organic food as a good way to respond to these concerns (Midmore et al., 2011). On the other 
hand, regular organic consumers are more likely to perceive organic food as healthier and 
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tastier than non-organic food, confirming two important reasons for buying that were also 
identified in other research (e.g., Padel and Foster, 2005; Hempel and Hamm, 2016; 
Hemmerling et al., 2015).  
It is worth being aware of the differences between different types of consumers when 
developing communication and marketing of organic food. What motivates some people 
might not work in the same way for others. Messages should aim to be inclusive in tone – 
encouraging increased organic purchase, but not aiming to ‘convert’ consumers to a fully 
organic shopping basket, as this would be unrealistic and is likely to be de-motivating 
(Timmins, 2011).  
 
 
7.4. Value(s) for Money 
 
The issues of motives and barriers of consumers are connected. The purchasing decisions, 
whether or not to buy a particular organic product or a non-organic alternative and how often, 
are influenced by various factors. Some of these can be studied, but the thought processes in 
people’s heads are not open for direct investigation. It is likely that consumers make 
compromises and trade-offs between various different products attributes that appeal to them. 
One way this is sometimes described is whether the product represents ‘good value for 
money’ and consumers of organic products appear at times confused as to what they are 
getting when they buy organic food. Not meeting their expectation regarding ‘value for 
money’ was given by many respondents as one reason not to buy organic food (Timmins, 
2011). Under such circumstances consumers may choose cheaper alternatives that also 
address some of their concerns, such as ‘free range, ‘free from’ or ‘local’ food. Hempel and 
Hamm (2016) found that even regular organic consumers also like local food and in some 
cases even prefer locally produced food more than organic. This indicates that the attributes 
of ‘local food’ and ‘organic food’ should be seen as complementing each other (Gracia et al., 
2014). Organic is not an isolated concept in the consumers’ mind, but is connected to other 
concerns and values about food.  
Some organic consumers are willing to pay more if they feel that organic products 
incorporate other ethical values they care about, which go beyond the basic organic standards. 
Although many organic producers and processors are already going beyond the minimum 
requirements of basic organic standards (such as EU organic standards, National Organic 
Programme) not all succeed in communicating these activities to potential consumers. Testing 
of seven ‘Organic Plus’ attributes with nearly 1,200 consumers in five European countries 
showed that consumers appear interested in products that can make valid claims about 
provenance (i.e., ‘regional/ local production’), animal welfare and, to a lesser extent, about 
fair prices paid to farmers (Zander et al., 2010).  
Any business wanting to develop an individual ‘ethical’ communication strategy should 
at first reflect on their core values which influence the production system and identify 
differences to basic organic standards. Clear cut differences that can be explained will work 
most effectively. Getting to know the consumers and finding common ground between the 
company’s ethical philosophy and the values of its customers will help to determine on which 
‘Organic Plus’ attributes to focus the communication efforts. Consumers are bombarded by a 
huge range of marketing information, so the main messages need to be short and concise, but 
provide access to more in-depth information for those that want to find out more. One good 
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example of such additional information is the approach of “Nature and More” that allows 
consumers to enter a code number on the website to find out more about the producer of a 
product. 
4
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The growth of the organic market has been substantial and with a growing market the 
influence of the concept of organic agriculture in shaping the global debate on food has also 
grown. This has only been possible because consumers have been willing to buy organic food 
and producers have been able and willing to produce and sell it for a price that consumers are 
willing to pay. One factor contributing to the success has been the development of national 
organic production standards and their international recognition as the basis for global trade. 
Also the engagement of many different businesses that process, distribute and market organic 
products has been a key driver for the growth of the organic sector.  
Organic farming is very clearly based on values, aiming to develop a more sustainable 
way of food production. These core values are shared between those that produce and those 
that buy organic products. The standards can be interpreted as a contract between the 
producer who provides a guarantee to what farming practices they do and don’t use and the 
consumers who seek to buy such products and are willing to pay extra for an organic product. 
In that sense, buying and selling an organic product is a market transaction and the concept of 
the market can be used to understand the marketing of organic food. However, the principles 
and practices of organic agriculture aim for more than just a growing market for organic food. 
The aims of organic farming to ensure a fair standard of living for those that produce organic 
food and to avoide negative environmental consequences of food production challenge some 
aspects of the free market for food. This is why further active engagement from the farmer to 
the consumer will be required for the organic sector to grow further and help make our food 
system more sustainable. 
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